Mus domesticus usually exists commensally with humans, often reaching high densities in areas containing concentrated food resources. Mus spretus exists in vegetational habitats with generally scattered and seasonal food supplies. Two behavioural mechanisms could be responsible for determining their spatial dispersion: (1) resident territory holders aggressively exclude intruders from attractive areas (aggressive exclusion hypothesis), or, (2) animals spread out to exploit scattered resources and avoid dominant competitors occupying preferred sites (avoidance of dominant competitors hypothesis). Previous results from M. spretus supported the avoidance of dominant competitors hypothesis. An identical series of tests were repeated on commensal M. domesticus to allow direct comparison of the competitive behaviour of the two species. While M. spretus are strongly attracted to nest sites containing conspecific odour and, subsequently, are more aggressive towards the owner than towards another unfamiliar conspecific, M. domesticus showed no such attraction or discrimination. In neutral (clean) enclosures, M. domesticus dyads were more aggressive than M. spretus dyads, while the opposite was true when one opponent had been resident for 18 h. In a resident's enclosure, resident status determined which M. domesticus individual was aggressive, resulting in significant differentiation in competitive behaviour between resident and intruder. No such differentiation was found within M. spretus dyads, where relative weight was the important factor determining aggressive behaviour. Results from M. domesticus support the aggressive exclusion hypothesis, suggesting that there may be important differences between Mus species, or between environments, in the social behaviour that underlies their spatial dispersion.
House mice (Mus spp.) have colonized an enormous range of habitats, from Antarctic tundra to tropical atolls, although they most commonly occur in urban and rural buildings and, in some parts of the world, arable and grassland areas (Rowe et al. 1983) . Bronson (1979) argued that natural populations fall into one of two categories: commensal and feral. In Bronson's view, populations of mice living commensally with humans are often associated with stability and high density, achieved in environments where food is plentiful and reliable. Conversely, feral populations are characterized by low densities of mice with large home ranges and spatial and temporal instability arising from seasonal changes in habitat quality.
The type of habitat in which a population lives can have a profound effect on a number of factors influencing the dynamics and structure of the population. In particular, habitats differ in the spatial and temporal distribution of resources. Laboratory and field studies indicate that social relationships, such as territoriality and competition, depend on the spatial distribution of resources such as food, cover and/or nest sites and are modified when such resources become limited (e.g. Crowcroft & Rowe 1963; Newsome 1969 Newsome , 1970 or redistributed (Stueck & Barrett 1978) . The distribution of resources over time is also important as resources that are constantly available are easier to defend than those that are only available at certain times (Grant 1993) .
Interactions both within and between neighbouring groups also play a major role in determining the spatial distribution and reproductive success of individual mice (e.g. reviewed by
